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~ Dedication ~

To the Townspeople of Ashburnham:

If you’ve ever suddenly roused a ruffed grouse from under a low-lying hemlock bough in some
dark hollow, just as the sun slanted in and the morning mist rose, along a silent, sinuous, seldom
travelled trail, deep in the woods, and wondered... “What was louder and faster, the rhythmic
beating of its wings or of my heart?”

If you’ve ever stood still looking upon a deer from behind a great oak in a small opening in the
woods, close enough to see it blink and hear it inhale the air, deeply, searching for your scent,
and wondered... “Which stood straighter, the deer’s white tail or the hair on the back of your
neck?”

If you’ve ever waded through cool, waist deep water across a narrow, gravel bottomed bar on a
hot mid-summer day and ascended the tree-roots like a ladder onto a secluded sandy island of
blueberry bushes and towering pines to enjoy an afternoon of basking atop pine needles and
swimming in the sun and wondered... “Is there is any better way to spend a summer day?

If you’ve ever hiked to the top of Great Watatic and gazed out upon the land, full of trees and
dotted with lakes and ponds, straight across the green, rolling hills and clear, blue horizon of the
sky and its white, wispy clouds and wondered, in amazement... “How does such a vast,
undisturbed swath of great, green wilderness remain here, among the dense development of
North Central Massachusetts?”

If you’ve ever taken an evening stroll out to Lincoln Pond, arriving at the wet shoreline just
before dusk, fish rising as the sun was setting, and listened to the buzz, croak, and call of nature’s
chorus while everything around you turned from vibrant green and blue to muted pink, then grey,
and wondered... “How can so much activity, sound, and color could become so still, silent, and
dull, so suddenly?”

...Then the darkness and the skyful of stars, oh the countless, sparkling stars!

If you have ever connected with nature in these or some other way, then you have experienced
the benefits and known the value of Ashburnham’s open spaces and outdoor recreation. For
those of you, we present this Plan... so that you can continue to know and enjoy such
experiences.

Or, if you have not yet experienced these joys, we present this Plan for you too... so that you
may have the opportunity to experience those wonders, and feel the joy sometime in the future,
and so that you may truly understand and know the benefits of open space.

This Plan is dedicated to all the devoted people who truly love the land and, especially, to those
who have, or continue to volunteer their time stewarding the land or serving on various land use
boards, committees, and commissions, thus enabling, facilitating, and marshaling the functions
of local government, in service of not just the Town’s people, but also the land itself, and the
common benefits, shared interests, and mutual dependence of those things... Without
them, they may cease to function.
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Section 1: Plan Summary

This Open Space and Recreation Plan 2023 Update aims to define and illustrate the past, present,
and future significance of open space and recreation in Ashburnham. Through the identification
and prioritization of lands, establishment of visions, goals, objectives, and actions, it serves to
inform and coordinate a process that recognizes the importance of Open Space and Recreation and
encourages the protection, wise use, and management of lands and resources in a way that provides
and promotes opportunities for outdoor recreation, and the conservation of Ashburnham’s natural,
cultural, and historical resources, and encourages the adoption and implementation of sustainable
development practices for a more resilient community..

Ashburnham has remarkable open space. An abundance of water resources, in the form of rivers,
brooks, lakes, ponds, and wetlands contributed to the town’s early milling history and still serve
as a valuable natural resource to the Town and region. The Town’s vast forested lands were also
important to the town’s early history to manufacture chairs and produce “pearl ash”, a material of
critical importance in those days for blowing glass, and of in high demand due to the shortage of
“good wood” in England. Ashburnham’s forests, both then and now, were also critical for the
protection and provision of the Town and region’s abundant water resources. Mount Watatic and
the Town’s other hills, mountains, and ridges have always provided amazing views of the
surrounding area. Such high-points and their view-sheds, which at one time were a necessity of
strategic importance to the safety of early settlements, offer one-of-a-kind scenic vistas and
account for some of the region’s finest recreational opportunities, including the revered Midstate
Trail. These three things — water, forests, and high-lands — defined the land and shaped its
settlement, development, character, and heritage. Given this, residents of Ashburnham have
always placed great emphasis on open space and the relationship between Ashburnham’s unique
physical and cultural character. As Ezra Stearns said in his 1887 History of Ashburnham:

“The altitude of the town and the bold and rugged outlines of the landscape,

are the elements of scenery unsurpassed in beauty and grandeur. These features

of nature are a living inspiration and enjoyment to all who inhabit here, and

treasured among golden memories are the visions of matchless sublimity which
delighted the childhood and youth of every absent son and daughter of Ashburnham.”

Ashburnham is known as the “Town of Many Lakes”, and its water resources have shaped the past
and present value its residents place on natural resources and the protection of watersheds. Lakes
created by dams to power the milling industry 200-300 years ago now harbor many State-listed
rare species, while abutting wetlands provide critical habitat. These water bodies are shaped by
their contributing watershed landscapes made up of the numerous hills and valleys of the Town.

The Town and its land, those hills and valleys, comprise the source of three major watershed basins
associated with the Nashua, Souhegan, and Millers Rivers. The Nashua and Souhegan Rivers
drain in opposite directions, but both eventually discharge to the Merrimack River which then
enters the Gulf of Maine between Salisbury and Newburyport. The Millers River drains to the
north-west through Winchendon then follows the path of the Mohawk Trail eventually entering
the Connecticut River just downstream of the French King Bridge. The Connecticut River there
turns west for a few miles, and then south again at Great Falls near the former native fishing place
and traditional village of Peskeomskut. From there the great river flows south through the Pioneer
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Valley of Massachusetts and Connecticut, past Hartford and, finally enters Long Island Sound at
Old Lyme and Old Saybrook. While hard to imagine, it is true that rainfall and runoff originating
in Ashburnham contributes to the water quality and streamflow of at least 50 other towns in
Massachusetts, another 11 in New Hampshire, and 23 more in Connecticut as the waters of the
Souhegan, Millers, and Nashua Rivers flow to the ocean through the region’s two largest rivers,
the Merrimac and Connecticut. That means that protecting the land and watershed resources of
Ashburnham contributes to the protection of the downstream water resources of 84 communities,
10 counties, three states, and two major marine ecosystems — the Gulf of Maine and Long Island
Sound. The importance of that fact, and the great role that Ashburnham plays in the protection of
the region’s water resources, should not be understated, or underestimated.

The 1,832-foot (Mean Sea Level Datum) Mount Watatic is Ashburnham’s most notable scenic and
recreational resource. Known for its blueberry-topped summit and stunning views of the region,
Mount Watatic also boasts the beginning- (or ending-, depending on your preferred direction of
travel) point of two regional, multi-state trails, the Midstate Trail and the Wapack Trail. Much of
Mount Watatic’s landscape has been protected as conserved land, including its summit and much
of the forests encompassing its surrounding slopes. Most recently, over 200-acres of its south
slope within Ashburnham and Ashby was acquired and protected by the North County Land
Conservation Trust, in early 2021. The many acres of conserved forest lands provide an abundance
of protected wildlife habitat and unique natural communities, including habitat for rare and
endangered species of planta and animals. This protected forest landscape constitutes a major
addition to the existing conserved, forested, lands blanketing the mountain on all sides.

Watatic, and the extensive forested lands (both protected and unprotected) extending from its base
and buffering the Midstate and Wapack trails and slopes of the Wapack-to-Wachusett range, form
a forested ridgeline and surrounding buffer of (relatively) undeveloped forest-landscape. Such a
landscape of similar expanse is otherwise almost unknown in most parts of the surrounding
Montachusett Region of North Central Massachusetts and throughout southern New England.

Other areas of the Town are recognized for their historical value, including areas with connections
to the pre-revolutionary period of Massachusetts colonial history and settlement, industrialization,
and the Civil War era. Collectively, this open space embodies the character of Ashburnham — a
peaceful, scenic, rural, and historic Town in the highlands of north-central Massachusetts, the
source of the region’s water.

Large undeveloped tracts of land still exist in Ashburnham and many of those parcels have limited
or no protection. Understanding the value of forest lands for natural resources protection, timber
resources, climate resiliency, wildlife habitat, and outdoor recreation, Ashburnham recognizes the
need for open space planning. In addition to developing this current OSRP update, Ashburnham
has worked progressively toward the vision, goals, objectives, and recommended actions of the
previous 2014 OSRP Update and continues to work on revisions to its general and zoning bylaws,
including the Water Supply Protection (Overlay) District Bylaw, to protect water resources and
maintain compliance with MA Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) regulations. Such
measures will help to encourage sound, sustainable development practices and prevent poorly
planned, environmentally and economically unsustainable, or otherwise detrimental residential



growth that may unduly fragment, degrade, or deplete the community’s natural and fiscal
resources.

The development of this Plan, and its characterization of the values, needs, and desires of the
Community, was informed by a public survey and resident and stakeholder input. In the 2021
Open Space & Recreation Public Survey, residents expressed the aspects of open space and
recreation they most valued and provided their opinions of the things that are most important,
desired, or needed to ensure the continued protection, use, and benefit of open space and recreation
lands in Ashburnham. In this, and previous surveys, the community identified the need to protect
natural areas (e.g., water resources and wildlife habitat), various types of recreation areas, unique,
scenic viewing areas or vistas, agricultural areas, and sites of historical or cultural value.

To protect, promote, and improve Ashburnham’s open space and recreational lands and
opportunities, including associated natural, cultural, and historical resources, the Town has refined
and revised its previously identified broad-scale open space goals. These goals have been re-
established to illustrate the community’s current vision and the Town’s continued commitment to
Open Space & Recreation Planning. The broad-scale open space and recreation goals have been
established to address current community needs, inform goals, objectives, and actions, and guide
and facilitate the development and implementation of this Plan. Ashburnham’s current open space
and recreation “Community Vision”, established here and presented more completely within
Section 6, includes a set of three broad-scale, open space and recreation goals, expressed by the
following Vision Statements:

I. Protect Natural Resources using a balanced approach that identifies environmentally and
ecologically sensitive or important areas and prioritizes the most valued areas for
protection while identifying areas suitable for sustainable development and smart growth.

Il. Improve and Maintain Passive and Active Recreational Opportunities to best meet
current Community needs and provide high-quality recreational opportunities for all.

I11. Preserve the Rural and Historical Character of the Town through the adoption of
sustainable land-use practices and a proactive, inclusive, community-based approach to
Open Space & Recreation Use, Stewardship, Planning, and Management.

The 2023 Open Space and Recreation Plan Update recommends specific steps or action-items to
further the Town’s aspirations for its open space and recreation lands and opportunities. These
actions, presented within Section 9 as a 7-Year Action Plan, are rooted in the Town’s goals and
the residents’ desires for Ashburnham. The Action Plan outlines recommended steps to provide
funding for the protection of natural resources and recreational opportunities, prioritize and
manage related land acquisition, encourage environmental stewardship and community
involvement with open space and recreation, and otherwise promote or facilitate the successful
achievement of the Vision, Goals, and Objectives of this Plan.

Ashburnham’s 2023 OSRP Update Action Plan is based on the expressed Community Vision
(Section 6), Needs (Section 7), and Goals (Section 8), particularly an interest maintaining and
improving its current parks, playgrounds, trails, and related recreational opportunities. Relative to
trails, the Plan also aims to address the community’s interest in continuing to develop and improve
upon the Ashburnham Rail Trail, and specifically to pursue and implement connections between
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downtown and South Ashburnham and to pursue additional connections to neighborhoods, parks,
playgrounds, schools, and other existing open space and recreation areas and amenities, including
potential connections to existing and potential rail trails such as the North Central Pathway and
the Cheshire Branch. Further, the Plan proposes actions aimed at responding to the community’s
desire for protecting water resources and providing public waterfront access for water-based
recreation such as swimming, canoeing, kayaking, sailing, paddleboarding, and fishing.

Through thoughtful consideration, steadfast dedication, and a coordinated, town-wide effort
toward the implementation of this Plan, and through the recognition of the importance of its
guiding principles, Ashburnham may continue to meet the defined needs of its residents by
enhancing, promoting, and protecting appropriate, prioritized open space and recreational
resources and hence, meeting the desires and needs of the community and maintaining the Town’s
rural, cultural, and historical character that is so valued by its people.

Identifying and protecting Ashburnham’s critical open space
resources and recreational opportunities will bring new
development to appropriate areas while preserving essential
aspects of Ashburnham’s character.
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Section 2. Introduction

Ashburnham has a unique natural tranquility which is cherished by residents, fostered by over
twenty lakes and ponds, by scenic mountaintops, and by its historic farm districts. Recreational
opportunities abound as Ashburnham plays host to numerous hikers, birders, skiers, hunters,
snowmobilers, and summer camps. Whether open space is conserved for recreation, wildlife, or
economic viability, it is an essential element of Ashburnham’s character as a rural Massachusetts
town.

A. Statement of Purpose

An abundance of water resources, in the form of rivers, brooks, lakes, ponds, and wetlands
contributed to the town’s early milling history. In the past, Ashburnham’s forests protected the
contributing watersheds of the Town’s rivers and streams and the Town’s wetlands helped to
control and stabilize flows year-round, ensuring a predictable, stable, sediment-free flow of water
to Ashburnham’s mills and all of the downstream mills of the more industrialized communities
along the Nashua and Millers Rivers. Today, Ashburnham’s forested watersheds continue to
provide benefits to the Town and region through the protection of local water supplies and the
protection of instream flows and water quality for several of the region’s rivers affecting water
quality, quantity, and stream ecology of many towns in Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and
Connecticut along the Merrimack and Connecticut River Valleys, benefitting the ecosystems of
Long Island Sound and Gulf of Maine.

Ashburnham’s natural resources, primarily its undeveloped forests, wetlands, and waterbodies,
provide environmental, ecological, recreational, and aesthetic values and benefits not only for town
residents, but also for the residents of many surrounding towns and the region. Identifying and
protecting Ashburnham’s critical open space resources and recreational opportunities will bring
new development to appropriate areas while preserving essential aspects of Ashburnham’s
character. Ashburnham continues to recognize the importance and maintain its interest in
conserving the town’s natural resources. In addition to the Open Space and Recreation Plan of
2001 and the OSRP 2014 Update, Ashburnham has accomplished much over the past twenty years
relative to open space and natural resources planning and protection. For example, in 2006, the
Wetlands Protection Bylaw was adopted to ensure greater protection of the Town’s numerous
wetlands. Rules and regulations implementing the Bylaw were subsequently adopted in February
2007 and revised in March 2019.

Ashburnham’s scenic natural resources are also an integral part of the town’s economy, character,
and culture. The Midstate Trail plays a major role as a recreational corridor transecting the Town
from south to north before joining the Wapack Trail and the Mount Watatic State Reserve. The
open summit of Mount Watatic, the only protected bald mountain in Worcester County, is popular
regional hiking destination offering expansive, long-distance views of the surrounding landscape
and across the horizon, all the way to the Boston skyline on a clear day.

While much of Ashburnham’s current landscape consists of large, tracts of undeveloped forests
many of those lands are currently not conserved or have only limited protection through programs
like the Chapter 61 Forest Tax program which provides limited protection for a designated period



of time subject to a landowners willingness to maintain it in a “current use” of at least 10-acres of
forested land that meets the guidelines of the program and its established standards for forest, open
space, and recreation. Such lands are only “protected” for the designated period of time or only
as long as the landowner remains committed to maintaining the land in its “current use” and
participating in the program. Moreover, the majority of permanently protected parcels are not
contiguous meaning that they often lack connections between them that are suitable for wildlife
passage and habitat needs. Such connections are imperative for wildlife and can act as recreational
corridors for people. Potential for such connections exist in Ashburnham thanks to a varied matrix
of conservation and open space lands, properties consisting of State-owned lands, Ashburnham
State Forest lands, various conservation trust and organization (e.g., Mass Audubon Society) lands,
and relatively small parcels of Town-owned land. Lasting protection of ecologically valuable,
scenic, functional, and productive open space is necessary to preserve Ashburnham’s many natural
assets far into the future.

The large-scale loss of open, forested lands to commercial, industrial, or residential development
poses a major threat to open space in Massachusetts. Ashburnham’s limited area of land zoned
for commercial and industrial land uses considerably reduces the potential impact that threat. In
recent years, another threat, the development of commercial solar arrays, or “solar fields” has
resulted in a substantial loss of forested land in Massachusetts. In particular, developers have
targeted many rural, forested communities where land is more affordable, more plentiful, and more
often available in larger parcels than in more densely developed urban areas. However,
Ashburnham has also managed to evade that threat due to the fact that it relies on its own
established municipal light company, not a regional or national electric company, to provide
electricity to its customers, and therefore does not have the interest, capacity, or allowances to for
such commercial solar projects. In 2014, the Ashburnham Municipal Light Plan (AMLP), in an
effort to produce and supply clean, renewable energy to its customers, developed a 20-acre
municipal photovoltaic solar energy-producing array. This system was, at the time, unique and
forward-thinking in that it utilized a dual-technology — traditional photovoltaic modules with
centralized inverters combined with intelligent, adaptive photovoltaic modules with integrated
redundant inverters and smart technologies. The technology allowed AMLP to maximize
efficiency and produce more energy, more often, using less area, with less concern for the effects
of panel shading, essentially reducing the number of trees that needed to be cleared, thereby
decreasing the financial and environmental costs, and increasing the financial and environmental
benefits and overall community value.

In Ashburnham the primary form of development is residential development, which could lead to
losses of open space lands if not carefully planned and implemented with sustainability in mind.
Be it expanding metropolitan populations, people seeking lower costs of living and beautiful
scenery, or some other reason, multiple communities within the Montachusett Region, including
Ashburnham, have seen considerable residential growth in recent years. For example, the most
recent assessment of statewide development and urban sprawl conducted by Mass Audubon
(Losing Ground, 2020) found that, between 2012 and 2017, the Town of Ashburnham experienced
the development of 99-acres of land (86" out of 351 Massachusetts cities and towns), equivalent
to a rate of development of 2.4 acres per square-mile. This figure represents an increase of more
than 37-acres or approximately 1-acre per square-mile more than the previously documented time-
period (2005-2013). While 99-acres of developed land may not seem like a lot, it was still higher



than 75% of the communities statewide during the same time-range. Between 2012 and 2017
Worcester County saw more acres developed (5,360) than any other county statewide, with 1,942
acres of land developed in the Montachusett Region alone.! Ashburnham possesses a strong school
system and a variety of natural, cultural, historical, and recreational resources, or livability
characteristics people desire in a community. These things make it a desirable place to live and a
desirable place to want to live. The possibility for residential growth exists and, therefore, the
need for sound planning also exists.

Awareness of recent development trends can help a town prepare for potential future growth
through the promotion and implementation of smart growth, sustainable development principals
in areas where such growth can be sustained with the least environmental impacts. Identifying
environmentally sensitive lands or areas possessing important open space and recreation attributes,
such as those identified within Section 5 of this Plan may then be prioritized for protection and
discouraged from development. Without such awareness and preparedness, unmanaged, poorly
planned, or unwisely sited residential development could negatively impact natural resources and
the Town’s rural character that has drawn people to Ashburnham in the first place. Some threats
to valuable public resources and municipal budgets, often associated with the loss of open space
lands, such as the degradation of water resources and increased demand for municipal services
disproportionate to revenue generated through taxes, can also be avoided through careful planning
and thoughtful administration and enforcement of local and state laws and regulations.

Imploring a balanced approach that incorporates the methodological prioritization of lands for
protection and the careful, coordinated, creation and enforcement of protective land use bylaws
and leads to thoughtful, responsible, sustainable, smart-growth approaches to development is
critical to protecting and preserving Ashburnham’s natural resources and rural character. To that
end, this plan and its inventory of lands, identification of community needs, and recommended
open space and recreation actions provides a tool to help guide sound municipal decision-making.
Such a guidance tool may then be utilized to facilitate increased sustainability and protection of
important natural resources through the promotion and protection of open space and recreation
lands and the continued development and application of sustainable, smart-growth principles and
practices.

In a more general sense, this Plan, and others like it provide important information and strategies
to help towns maintain a balanced, well-informed approach to land use decision-making resulting
in appropriately sited development and considerable amounts of enviro-nomic, value-based,
protected open space lands capable of conserving and provisioning important natural resources
now, and into the future.

Below is a summary of some of those strategies, activities, and land use decision-making tools
recently enacted and utilized by the Town of Ashburnham:

The Open Space Residential Development (OSRD) Bylaw, and associated rules/regulations
(Revised September 2006), requires developers to prepare an OSRD plan in addition to a
conventional development plan when applying for development permits. The OSRD plans have

! Mass Audubon. 2020. Losing Ground 2020: Statistics (Town of Ashburnham). https://www.massaudubon.org/our-
conservation-work/policy-advocacy/local-climate-resilient-communities/losing-ground/statistics/town/ashburnham
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smaller minimum lot and frontage dimensions, which allow houses to be clustered together so that
remaining land can be set aside as open space. Unfortunately, many developers still choose to
develop land, either due to cost or convenience, along existing roadways utilizing existing
frontages and not requiring subdivision of lots. Such development, consistent with local and state
subdivision control laws, falls under the “Approval Not Required (ANR)” guidelines and, as such
is not subject to formal review by the Planning Board. Reviewing the OSRD Bylaw to determine
if there are ways in which it could be improved to further encourage or incentivize its use by
developers and thereby more frequently utilized to reduce rural sprawl and fragmentation of open
space could prove beneficial on both fronts. Work, relative to this and other protective bylaws
toward this is currently being undertaken by the Bylaw Review Committee, a newly formed and
active committee of dedicated members representative of zoning, planning, code enforcement, and
other relevant municipal disciplines and interests.

A Scenic Roads Bylaw, with rules/regulations adopted in September 2006, helps protect historic
and scenic roadways by reviewing alterations to roadside appearance from tree cutting, removing
stonewalls, and re-surfacing. Currently, there are thirteen Scenic Roads within Ashburnham.

A Low Impact Development (LID) Bylaw, and implementing rules/regulations (Adopted May
2008), serves to help guide developments by requiring landowners to examine options such as
permeable pavement and vegetated swales to control stormwater runoff. The Ashburnham Source
Water Protection Plan (2006) provides guidelines for the protection of the Town’s public water
supply, Upper Naukeag Lake Reservoir. As previously noted, the town is working on revisions to
its Water Supply Protection (Overlay) District Bylaw to maintain compliance with DEP
regulations.

The Right to Farm Bylaw (Adopted May 2010) encourages the pursuit of agriculture, promotes
agriculturally based economic opportunities, and protects farmlands within the Town of
Ashburnham.

In 2018, an Adult Use Marijuana Facilities Bylaw was adopted in accordance with State
regulations to minimize adverse effects of such facilities on residential neighborhoods, schools,
and other land uses.

Further, an updated Sign Bylaw was adopted in 2019. The purpose of this update was to maintain
and enhance the aesthetic environment of the Town, to encourage the Town's ability to attract
sources of economic development and growth, to improve pedestrian and traffic safety, to
minimize the possible adverse effect of signs on nearby public and private property, and to help
preserve the historical character of the downtown area.

At Town meeting in 2022 upon recommendation of the Planning Board, in conjunction with the
Conservation Commission and Zoning Board of Appeals (ZBA), the Wetlands and Watershed
Protection Overlay District was eliminated by vote. The provisions and requirements of that
overlay district, established in 1973, were deemed to be duplicative, divergent, and ambiguous by
the Commission and ZBA. District elimination would consolidate authority with the Commission
where all proposed actions would be subject to uniform regulation under the Massachusetts



Wetlands Protection Act and State regulations, as well as the Ashburnham Wetlands Protection
Bylaw and associated rules and regulations.

Several recreational trail projects intended to create greater connectivity and ease of access were
implemented, as well. Most notable are protections granted to parts of the Midstate Trail, and the
ongoing Ashburnham Rail Trail project that involves converting an old railroad bed into a
recreational trail connecting the downtown with South Ashburnham. In conjunction with The
Trustees of Reservations (TTR), Ashburnham also worked to preserve 296 acres in Ashburnham,
Ashby, and Fitchburg as part of the Jewell Hill Conservation Area, with the Conservation
Commission holding the Conservation Restriction on the 85 acres in Ashburnham. Besides
preserving a century-old farm, the land acquisition provides continuing protection to the City of
Fitchburg’s public water supply.

This Open Space and Recreation Plan 2023 Update builds on the recent work done to protect
Ashburnham’s open space. The Town is committed to identifying and prioritizing land for
potential acquisition based on environmental, ecological or recreational value, suitability, and
integrity. In other instances, landowners should be made aware of Chapter 61 programs,
Conservation Restrictions, or Agricultural Preservation Restrictions and other opportunities
or programs available to landowners to protect their land and important natural resources, habitats,
corridors, or other important landscape features occurring on their land. More recreational access
and facilities are needed. Recreational needs should play a central role in the prioritization and
potential protection of lands in Ashburnham over the next 7-years. The ultimate goal of this OSRP
is to preserve the character and quality of Ashburnham by creating a connected network of
conservation and recreation lands. Protecting open space in Ashburnham also protects resources
for people, wildlife, bordering towns, and the greater region, particularly with respect to outdoor
recreation and watershed protection, two critical factors for which Ashburnham provides a
service to the entire region that far exceeds the expectations of residents and visitors, alike.

B. Planning Process and Public Participation

Recognizing the need to implement the State- approved 2014 OSRP and to plan for preparation of
the next OSRP Update, the Ashburnham Select Board established an Open Space & Recreation
Committee in early 2019. This committee, chaired by Lorraine DeSouza of the Ashburnham
Conservation Trust (ACT), included Marshall Dennis and Chris Picone (Conservation
Commission), Gary Howland (ACT), Anna Wilkins (North County Land Trust), and Cec Snow
(Ashburnham resident). Since its establishment, the OSRC held over 25 public meetings to review
Actions and Priorities set forth in the OSRP 2014 Update and new data for inclusion in the OSRP
2023 Update.

A draft update of the Ashburnham Open Space and Recreation Plan Update was prepared by
representatives of the Ashburnham Open Space and Recreation Committee with input from Town
staff, including elected officials, department heads, and board, committee, and commission
members, in addition to interested local stakeholders, and with public participation and input of
interested citizens. Town resident Janet Morrison, an experienced, private land conservation
consultant, volunteered her time and expertise assisting the Committee with the development of
maps and providing relevant information to the Plan.



In October 2021, the OSRC distributed the Ashburnham Open Space & Recreation Planning
Survey, as reviewed and approved by the Select Board in October 2021. The survey was offered
online via posting on the Town’s webpage which also generated an automated email notification
to enrolled residents. In addition, paper copies of the survey were made available in Town Hall,
the Public Library, and the Ashburnham Market Place. The survey was made available to the
public from mid-October to mid-November 2021. Survey results (described in Sections 6 and
reflected throughout OSRP 2023 Update) were analyzed publicly presented and incorporated in to
the Plan and are reflected in the community visions, needs, goals and objectives, and actions.

The Draft Plan was submitted to the Commonwealth of Massachusetts for review by the
Committee in the spring of 2022. Upon review of the 2023 Draft OSRP Update by the MA
Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs, Division of Conservation Services
(EOEEA, DCS) in May of 2022, a conditional approval was granted until May of 2029, pending
the address of several (10) items listed by EOEEA, DCS in a letter dated May 4, 2022. To address
the comments, enhance public and stakeholder participation, make necessary revisions, and secure
full approval, the Town of Ashburnham contracted with the Montachusett Regional Planning
Commission (MRPC) in September of 2022. MRPC was tasked with conducting a full review of
the plan to address the EOEEA comments and consider comments presented by the Ashburnham
Planning Board in June of 2022, and finally to conduct necessary meetings and make necessary
revisions to the Draft Plan for final submission by the Town.

As part of MRPC’s review and revisions, additional input was gathered through public meetings
of the Open Space Committee and other Town Boards, Commissions, and Committees, and a
public forum and stakeholder visioning session held on November 30, 2022. The public forum
and stakeholder visioning session was held as a public info and input session to review and
recommend important Visions, Goals, and Objectives of the Plan and included attendance by
members of the public, representatives of various Town Boards, Commissions, and Committees,
and invited Stakeholders of interested entities including, representatives of youth sports
recreational programs. A broad range of stakeholders and community groups including State
Agency representatives, and representatives of interested non-governmental non-profit
organizations, conservation organizations, sportsman’s clubs, and watershed associations were
invited to attend. The forum was well attended and resulted in an informative and productive
discussion and stakeholder input.

Finally, as a last step in the planning process and to provide one final opportunity for public
information and input prior to resubmission of a final draft, a public forum was conducted on April
19, 2023. The public forum included a public info session and public input session. The public
info session consisted of a presentation by MRPC of the final draft of the Plan and its
corresponding maps. The public input session provided an opportunity for public comment and
discussion. As part of the review of the final draft of the Plan, a 21-day public review and comment
period was conducted 1-week prior to the public forum and for 2-weeks following the forum. The
public forum and comment period were advertised on the Town webpage, a notice and agenda
were posted on the public meetings board within Town Hall, and a notice was advertised within a
local newspaper, the Sentinel and Enterprise. In addition, an announcement and flyer were posted
on the “News” section of the Town’s website and on the Open Space and Recreation Committee’s
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webpage. The flyer was also distributed and posted at the local library, Town Hall, Senior Center,
AllTown Market, Tweedo’s Variety, and The Tavern on Central.

Protecting open space in Ashburnham also protects resources for
people, wildlife, bordering towns, and the greater region,
particularly with respect to outdoor recreation and watershed
protection, two critical factors for which Ashburnham provides a
service to the entire region that far exceeds the expectations of
residents and visitors, alike.
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Section 3. Community Setting

A. Regional Context

Ashburnham is located in north-central Massachusetts within the Worcester Plateau ecoregion.
This land area occurs at a higher elevation than the Northeast Coastal Plain to its east and the
Connecticut River Valley to its west, and therefore much colder, particularly at its northern end.*
It is dominated by transitional hardwood forests, with a mixture of the more northern beech-
maple-birch communities, and oak-hickory woods of warmer southern climes. The northern part
of the plateau features several glacial monadnocks (i.e., remnant mountains that rise abruptly out
of a plain typically composed of resistant bedrock that was left standing as the surrounding rock
and soil was eroded away be glaciers), as well as acidic wetlands and peatlands.

Ashburnham also is the most eastern of the three towns in Worcester County, whose population
has evolved from a centralized village-oriented community, as shown in Figure 1A (Ashburnham
— 1857), to a population whose residences and businesses are well-distributed throughout the
Town. As shown in Figure 1B (Regional Context Map), Ashburnham is bordered by the Towns
of Ashby to the east and Winchendon to the west. Its southern edge borders the Town of
Westminster and the Cities of Fitchburg and Gardner, while its northern edge borders the New
Hampshire Towns of Rindge and New Ipswich. Ashburnham’s town boundary encompasses 41
square miles (~26,240 acres) of land and water, making it, geographically, one of the largest towns
in central Massachusetts.

The Town’s high elevation is exemplified by Mount Watatic, the second highest elevation in
Worcester County and is one component of an archipelago of summits classified as the Wapack
Range, which ascends out of the Worcester/Southern Monadnock Plateau. The combination of its
geologic history and human influence has created the high number of reservoirs, lakes, and
wetlands that characterize the Town and help to make it the scenic community it is today.

The headwaters of three separate watersheds, the Millers, Nashua, and Souhegan occur within the
Town’s boundaries. Because of this, human use of water and land within Ashburnham has had
and continues to have a great influence on the quality of water outside of its borders. Many water
features of Ashburnham are shared across borders with other towns, such as Little Watatic Pond
(shared with Ashby), Sunset Lake (shared with Winchendon), and Lake Wampanoag (shared with
Gardner).

The only lake in Ashburnham protected as a Class A drinking water resource, Upper Naukeag
Lake, serves as the water supply for portions of Ashburnham and Winchendon. In 2020,
Ashburnham used an average of 295,000 gallons each day (gpd), while Winchendon used 720,000
gpd.? Residents outside of the water supply district rely on private wells for their water needs.

1 Swain, P. C. 2020. Classification of the Natural Communities of Massachusetts. Massachusetts Division of
Fisheries and Wildlife. Westborough, MA. (https://www.mass.gov/doc/classification-of-the-natural-communities-of-
massachusetts/download? ga=2.121164744.1737597045.1640372501-10741693.1636919209)

2 Personal Communication with Adam Testagrossa. November 30, 2021. Water Treatment Plant Manager. Veolia
Water North America Northeast LLC. Ashburnham, MA.

12


https://www.mass.gov/doc/classification-of-the-natural-communities-of-massachusetts/download?_ga=2.121164744.1737597045.1640372501-10741693.1636919209
https://www.mass.gov/doc/classification-of-the-natural-communities-of-massachusetts/download?_ga=2.121164744.1737597045.1640372501-10741693.1636919209

OPEN SPACE & RECREATION PLAN
2021 UPDATE
ASHBURNHAM, MA
FIGURE 1A

Qe = ASHBURNHAM - 1857

T it 2 e el s

BURNHAM (1857)

13



G ]

gl 3dnoid
YIN ‘WYHNYENEHSY
31vadn L2oe

T

W

z.qn_n_ NOILVIYI3Y ® 30VdS NIdO

Apunues

Buipunoung ay} o} Weywngysy Bunsauwos
SPEQIES JUEJXE® OU WE 848U] 'GLL pUE
L0 SN0y aie saunuwes Bupunouns o)
LBYLUNGUSY W) UoE8uuns jo sgnod solep
UOPUBLDUIA PUE JBURES) LEM UMIILMORD
FABYLINGUSY J28uuc pnom pelosd fei] ey
Bujcbuo ay) ucpusyouny b ‘aye Beaynep
Jaddr) ‘euNos JAEM UIEW S) SBIEYS OS[E UMC]
syl i Jaupieny) Beouedweny,
BYET  PUE  {UCPUBUDURA)  BYET  JBSUNg
TAQusy ) puod TNEIER, BT SE UINS 'SEINJEE)
Jelem Jo Jequiny B oy Buge sioquBeu
S YUM SPBUSISIEM  BAIY} SAMELYS UMO]
8] 'sumo} auysdwEl Map CM} PUE SUMD)
shasnupessel any Ag pepnge S WeYLINGY Sy

dep 1xajuon
|euoibay

N ]
oHNn ﬂI.U._._L.
! _ .n\_ \...\

N A

A ~ m_. \ \
| 1
.\ ! h

NOLSdITNTIHd
N

N3

L i

/
NOL3TdN3L
[

. H2IMSdl M3N
e
31NIANIIND

BMYSEN ‘|
SN
uefisynog
suiseg Jolep
ABMUIEd [BIUSD YHON e
s|iea] ajahag

TSR
s|ied] aaueysig Buo

puaban

i N

FIGURE 1B. REGIONAL CONTEXT MAP

14



While the current water supply is sufficient to meet the demands of residents, the possibility exists
for this resource to become over-taxed if the population increases significantly. Individual
facilities also have DEP-regulated Non-Community Groundwater Wells, including Camp
Winnekeag, Camp Split Rock, Camp Wellville, Camp Collier, and the former Ashburnham
Country Store on Route 119. Local groups working to protect these critical watersheds from
overuse and pollution are the Millers River Watershed Council, the Nashua River Watershed
Association, and the Souhegan Watershed Association. Regionally, these groups help maintain
water quality and watershed health. Efforts by the City of Fitchburg to protect its water supply
also have recently conserved lands within its public water supply watershed.

Economically, Ashburnham and its surrounding towns are subject to growing residential
development pressures. A higher rate of residential growth is occurring compared to commercial
or industrial growth, which is either waning or nonexistent. Ashburnham’s 2,700 acres of open
water draw vacationers and part-time residents from all parts of New England and beyond. Year-
round and seasonal residents are proud of the Town’s scenic and rugged rural character, its
aesthetic beauty, and reputation as a vacation destination. However, with regard to water quality,
some concern does exist about maintaining its natural heritage into the future.

This concern for water quality is especially true with regard to waterfront homes and cottages and
the presence and increased demands on old, aging, and/or poorly maintained on-site septic
systems, many of which are not compliant with today’s standards. Some of these old,
deteriorating, sub-standard systems are beginning to fail, a trend which is anticipated to continue.
On the contrary, either as part of redevelopment or repairs, many failed or failing systems have
been replaced with more modern, Title-5 compliant systems, an improvement. Through careful,
coordinated planning, and the enforcement of best management practices and existing bylaws, the
situation can be monitored and even improved. However, as development densities increase, and
as more seasonal homes are converted to year-round usage it will be critically important to
continue to monitor and enforce those management practices and bylaws to ensure long-term water
quality and natural heritage goals are achieved.

Like its neighbors in Gardner, Templeton and Westminster, Ashburnham also has completed the
MA Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs (EOEEA) Municipal Vulnerability
Preparedness (MVP) planning grant process and, in September 2021, was designated an MVP
community. This designation serves as a prerequisite to and, thus, facilitates the Town’s future
applications for MVP action grants relative to climate change resilience.

B. History of Ashburnham

Ashburnham is in an area that was traditionally used by both the Nipmuc and Pennecook-
Abenaki people. The north-central Massachusetts region has been described as the meeting place
of the Nipmuc and the Abenaki. Their former presence on the land is known by the names of
Ashburnham’s rivers, streams, lakes, and mountains and in the ceremonial rock formations they
left behind. In Kinnicutt’s 1905 preamble to “Indian Names and Places in Worcester County
Massachusetts”, it is stated that “Your rivers guard our ancient names” and “Your mountains are
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our monuments”.® This could not be truer than it is in Ashburnham; Today, native place names
live on in many of the Town’s landscape features:

« Watatic — Nipmuc. According to Kinnicutt* (1905, page 53), “This name, probably, is a
corruption of Wetu-tick, ‘wigwam brook’... The name probably first applied to the large
stream near the mountain, and afterward applied to the mountain and pond.” According to
a current Ashburnham resident who is Nipmuc, the mountain is shaped like a Wetu (twig
and bark dome house), and it was believed that Wetuomanit (the Female Entity/goddess)
dwelt on the summit.

e Naukeag — Nipmuc for “soft land” or perhaps “sand place.” According to Kinnicutt (1905,
pages 29-33), the term was used for the land in a